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The Symbol Keys 


A card game of dreams 


By S. K. Deitch 


Part of what | do with my life is tell stories. When | write a story, | know 
that it has to make sense at very least according to its own internal rules. | 
know what those rules and, if | don’t want my readers to sneer at me, | stick 
to them. 


When most of us sleep, our unconscious mind sometimes tells us stories, but 
our unconscious mind doesn't give a damn about rules. Our unconscious mind is, 
by the standards of our conscious, real world interacting mind, insane. We all 
have a crazy person living inside of us. That person tells us stories while we 
sleep, stories that are just plain nuts. This is actually something that a lot of 
experts agree on. 


People who know me have read entries from my dream journal and those 
entries are plenty weird! My dreams are no crazier than anyone else's, | just 
write mine down and let people read them because | find them odd and often 
funny. 


| know that some people feel that dreams communicate important 
information of great, sometimes religious, import. | am not one of those people. 
In my opinion, dreams are just a method for our imperfect brains to flush 
random stuff out of our memory banks. | may be wrong about this, | have to 
keep an open mind, but | am also atheist. If there is a god who is attempting 
to communicate with me through dreams, the message is very strange indeed! 


Anyway, let's talk about the cards and the game. 


The game itself is not a competition. One player is not attempting to 
triumph over the other, rather they are cooperating in bringing forth a narrative 
that takes place in an unreal world by ad hoc rules. 


There are one hundred cards in the deck plus ten blank template cards so 
the player can make special ones relevant to themselves. The cards | have made 


are of a few varieties. 


Image cards: These represent possible dream images or situations. These 
form the main body of the dream narrative. For instance, FALLING, AN 
EMPTY ROOM, THE GOLDEN IDOL ete. 


. Waking cards: These represent various ways of waking. For instance, 
COLD SWEAT, AWAKEN, HYPNAGOGIC JERK etc. 


Deviation cards: These change the direction of the dream narrative. Select 
two more cards. For instance, DISTRACTION, KNOT, UNEXPLAINED 
PHENOMENON etc. 


Wild cards: These completely alter the manner of game play. They can 
erase what has gone before, cause a situation to repeat, even create a 
whole second storyline! For instance, THE DREAM ENGINE, RANDOM 
CHANCE, DIMENSION X, ete. 


Random bumps: These cards are not intended to carry great meaning, 
although they can change the direction of things if only to make you 
stop and puzzle. For instance, BURGER AND FRIES, THE THERMIONIC 
VALVE, ZOOM GIRL, etc. 


. Quest markers: They can be important or just more randomness, but they 
often are also wild cards. For instance, A GODDESS, SEEKER OF 
TRUTH, AN OBSCURE MANUSCRIPT, etc. 


. Situations: If you draw a situation, it becomes the setting for the 
narrative until another situation is drawn. For instance, PARTY, ANOTHER 
WORLD, WAR, etc. 


. Emotional Content cards: These cards are not actions, but simply 
augment the situation told in the cards. For instance RAGE, COMFORT, 
FEAR, etc. 


Course corrections: These cards indicate that the player select three 
more cards. For instance, DISCIPLINE, THE MASTER, BEAR, etc. 


. Transformations: They are similar to course corrections except that they 
require the player to pick four more cards. For instance, RITUAL 
DEATH, BIRTH, THE VOID, etc. 


nn. Encounters: Uncanny beings. Draw an extra card when you meet one. 
THE GENTRY, FUTURIANS, THE GREYS, THE OTHER, etc 


12. There are ten template blank cards. They exist to correct bias | have 
inevitably injected from my own dream stereotypes based on my own 
dream experience, my age, my gender and generally who | am, but 
dreaming is a personal journey and you will no doubt find something 
missing that needs to be there. For example, there are no cards 
representing the Abrahamic God or Jesus, Mohammed or Moses. You may 
decide you need some of those. Cards can also be removed from the set 
if they seem irrelevant, but | suggest that you don't allow the number of 
cards in the deck fall below eighty. Finally, the entire game can be 
recoceptualzed in order to create a more personalized vision. 


Aside from the cards themselves you will need a few things. 


A random number generator. | recommend more than one. A die to roll, a coin 
to flip or whatever. At least two to choose from is good. More is better. 
Maybe cast the | Ching or check which way the wind is blowing. 

While not required, | would suggest the use of something to flatten the logic 
curve in your brain, whatever might be permitted in your jurisdiction. Nothing 
too overpowering, just something to take the rough edges off of responsible 
analysis. A martini or two can do the job for me. Your mileage may vary. 


DO NOT play this game with children under 18, not because they are 
impressionable, but because they will find it stupid. 


The game can be played with one to four players. 


Gameplay, if it involves more than one player, commences by the selection 
of a random number that will decide who goes first. 


The first player takes the card 8** from the top of the deck and places it 
on the table face up. Let's say that card is STRANGE ANIMAL It is not a 
wild card, it simply is what it is. The first step of the narrative is an encounter 
with a strange animal. 


It doesn't say much on its own, but it’s a start. 


The second player generates a number and takes a card from that place in 
the deck The second player draws A LOCK 


A LOCK is a quest card. The player must draw A KEY within seven turns 
or the dream is concluded. 


The player who just drew generates a random number for the next player 
to select a card based on. Let us say that the player has chosen to flip a coin 
to determine if the deck shall be reshuffled or not and rolled the die to 
indicate which card from the top is to be drawn. These criteria are decided by 
whoever has to generate the numbers. They could just as easily have said that 
the coin flip would determine whether the card was to be taken from the 
bottom or the top of the deck and the die roll indicated how many cards are 
to be taken for instance. 


The card that is drawn is PORTENT. 


The STRANGE ANIMAL has referred to a portent and that something must 
be unlocked. PORTENT is a deviation card. It shakes things up. The same player 
who drew it selects two more cards. In this case the top two cards of the 
deck are selected unless the players decide on another scheme. 


The selected cards are THE SEA and MENACE. These are both image cards 


without special attributes, but they both refer to the encounter with the 
STRANGE ANIMAL, the PORTENT and the quest for the KEY. 


The next player, after a decision of randomization, selects a card. 


An Obscure Manuscript 
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AN OBSCURE MANUSCRIPT can be interpreted as something which may 
provide a clue regarding the meaning of the PORTENT or the location of the 
KEY. 


The next player draws DRIVING. 


The players are free to interpret the meaning of the card in terms of the 
narrative. Must you travel to get what you need? Is driving a symbol of the 
need to take control? 


TIME is drawn. It could simply be a stall, a hitch as you attempt to sort things 
out. 


A KEY has turned up! That's a bit of luck Play may proceed. The criterion of 
the quest is fulfilled, but the reward, if any is yet to be determined. 


DISTRACTION forces the selection of two more cards. 


The Hydraulic Valve A Sudden Noise 


THE HYDRAULIC VALVE is a bump card simply there to make you stop and 
ponder, but your pondering is interrupted because A SUDDEN NOISE (cat 
knocked something over in the kitchen, some idiot is honking a car horn 
outside, whatever) is a waking card which ends gameplay. 


A lot of improvisation and non-intuitive thinking plays a role in the game. 
Basically it trains the conscious mind to behave like the unconscious mind, or at 
least that is the intent. 


As of this writing, the game has no physical existence. | may someday if | have 
the means make sets that will be for sale. Right now if you want to print out 
a set of cards to play, be my guest! 
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The Dream Engine 


Card #1 The Dream Engine Card #2 Birth 
Wild-pick three more cards Transformation 


Card #3 Earth Card #4 Air 
Image Image 
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Card #8 Childhood 
Situation 


Card #7 Tiny People 
Encounter 


Strange animal 


Card #9 Strange Animal Card #10 Flying 
Image/Encounter Image/Situation 


Card # 11 Accident Card #12 Cat 
Image/Situation/Transformation Image 


Card #13 The Hydraulic Valve Card #14 Knot 
Bump Bump 


Veg co a 
e oe A Random Event 


Card #15 A Lock Card # 16 A Random Event 
Quest Wild-remove your last two cards 


The Golden Idol 


Card #17 The Golden Idol Card #18 Ritual 
Image/Bump Image/ Situation 


(DHA WV N\\2 Ya 


Card #19 Death Card #20 Father 
Transformation Image/Emotional content 
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Card #21 Corridor Card #22 Fear 
Image/ Situation Emotional content 
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A Goddess F : 


Card #23 A Goddess Card #24 Menace 
Encounter/Quest Emotional content/ Course correction 
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Card # 26 Dog Card # 27 Falling 
Image Image/Situation 


Card # 28 Mother Card # 29 An Obscure Manuscript 
Image/ Emotional contaen Image/ Quest 


Card #29 A God Card #30 The Flesh 
Image/ Encounter Image/Deviation 
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Card #31 Seeker of Truth Card # 31 Sex 
Encounter/ Quest Image/Bump 
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The Earth 


Card #34 Monster! 
Image/ Deviation 


Card #35 Siblings Card #36 Ghost 
Image/ Emotional content Image/Encounter 
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Card #37 Zoom Girl Card #38 Time 
Bump Transformation 


Card #39 Lovers Card #40 The Sun 
Image Image 


Card #41 Rage Card #42 Futurians 
Emotional content Encounters 


Card #43 Money Card #44 The Thermioniv Valve 
Wild- It can make the previous card 
you played go away. Bump 


Save it for when you need it, 
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Card #45 Cold Sweat Card #46 Spirit Animal 
Waking Encounter 


Card # 47 Underwear! Card # 48 The Gentry 
Image/ Situation Encounters 
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Card #49 Multiverse Car d #50 Joy 
Wild-Create a second timeline Emotional content 


Card #51 The Moon Card #52 The Master 
Image Encounter 


Card #53 A Key Card #54 War 
Quest Situation 


Card #55 The Sea Card #56 Unexplained Phenomenon 
Image Deviation 
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Card #57 Discipline Card #58 The Other 
Course correction Encounter 


Distraction 
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Card #59 Distraction Card #60 An Empty Room 
Deviation Image 


Hypnagogic jerk! 


Card #61 Comfort Card #62 Hypnagogic Jerk 
Emotional content Waking 
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Card #63 Wound Card #64 Space Traveler 
Image Image/Encounter 
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Card #65 Home Card #66 Pleasure 
Situation Emotional content 


Card #67 Hypnotic Card #68 A Cosmic Particle 
Image Image 


Card #69 Driving Card #70 A Wedding 
Image Situation 


Card #71 A family Dinner Card #72 Burger & Fries 
Situation Bump 
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Card #73 Bear! Card #74 Another World 
Course correction Situation 


Dimension X 


Card #75 Dimension X Card #76 A Stranger 
Wild-Pick thre cards from Encounter 
the middle of the deck 


Card #77 Raven Card #78 The Atom 
Image Image 


Your misplaced keys 
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Card #79 Portent Card #80 Your misplkaced keys 
Image image 


Unknown Language 
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Card #81 A Sudden Noise 
waking 


Destruction 


Card #83 Destruction 


Card #84 Sorrow 
Transformation 


Emotional content 
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Card #86 Pain 
Emotional content 
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Card #87 The Greys Card #88 A Voice in the Air 
Encounter Image 
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The End of the World 


Card #89 The End of th World Card #90 The Stars 
Situation Image 
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Card #91 Booze Card #92 Compassion 
Image Emotional content 


Card # 93 Party! Card #94 Hero 
Situation Image 


Card #95 Giant Card #96 The Void 


Encounter Transformation 
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Card #97 A Date Card #98 Aggression 
Situation Emotional content 
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Card #99 Prisoner Card #100 Awaken 
Situation Wake 


This is the template card for 
making cards that the player 
might believe are missing from 
the set. A printed set would come 
with ten of these 
but really you can make as 
many as you want. 


This is the card back that would 
be on all cards in the printed set 


